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Strangely enough, as common
and clownishly funny as bird
anting may be, it took an observ-
ant youngster, Peter Bradley, to
bring bird anting to the atten-
tion of the world's bird experts.
And now, scarcely a score of
years later, thanks to him, it
is commonly recognized among
bird experts.

Watching starlings pick up
ants and stow them beneath
their wings, Peter reported this
at once to an authority on Aus-
tralian birds, A. H. Chisholm.
Although doubting the boy's
eyesight, Chisholm in turn re-
ported it in a bird magazine
and socon afterwards received
confirmation from bird observ-
ers in four continents corrobor-
ating the small boy’s observation.

Because the performance is
usually extremely rapid it is
most difficult to follow . . . with
a resultant confusion among ob-
servers as to just what is going
on.

Observers Agree

But upon this, all observers
agree: the gyrations a bird goes
through In anting can be hil-
arioiff to watch. To place the
ant under the wings. the tail
is sometimes brought so far
under and forward that the
bird steps on i and then he
may tumble gver or even make
a complete somersault.

Among wild birds observed
taking this anting treatment,

beaks—essentially quarrelsome
birds—taking turns, one at a

|of judges will award each

time, occupying a small two by |
two-foot ant-occupied area; at
another time, a pair of starlings
gettled themselves into an ants’
nest and then threw the ants
over their feathers with every
sign of solid enjoyment. Tame
Jays, crows and thrushes have
been seem too—the latter some-
times taking 25 minutes for the
ant-toileting. But more than
these, robins particularly seem
given to anling—in one report,
a2 robin drove off a second from
the ant bed; and he was replaced
by a third who occupied the
favored spot for a few minutes;
and then the three birds toock
“turn and turn about.”

To make a thorough study of
this curious behavior, H. Roy
Ivor, a Canadian ornithologist,
scattered a shovelful of earth
containing several hundred ants
over part of the floor in his
aviary and then stiretched out
on the floor close to birds—at
times within 16 inches—to watch
@heir reactions. (Some actually
anted in his cupped hand.) In
16 experiments, 20 to his 31
species anted.

Add these 20 species to 20
others which have been report-
ed and we have a total of at
least 40 species which ant!
Pleasure Accompanies

With his laboratory study,
Ivor confirmed what others had
reported; the hirds picked the
live ants up with the tip of
their bills and placed the ants
on the undersides of the primary
feathers of wing and tail. Evid-
ently, great pleasure accompan-
jed the act because the birds
often closed their eyes and re-
mained quiet, minutes at a time.
(A procedure not unlike that of
some humans when they have
their back scratched.)

Apparently, anting is instine-
tive: at least when young siarl-
ings and a baby dipper were

first presented with ants, they |

promptly seized them in their
beaks and passed them through
their feathers.

Why ant? -

Some bird experts s=ay the
the ants crawling over the skin
stimulates if. Or, that the small
nipping the ants may do is ex-
hilarating. Or, that the formic
acid ants give off is a skin
stimulant. Or, the formic acid
is a pleasing odor. Or, it has
antiseptic properties: Or, the
ants rid the birds of parasites.

Ag for me, I'd just as soon |
believe that it's a mild fnrmf
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